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Internationally, the attention being paid by governments to research education is
growing in line with the increasing numbers of students undertaking research
degrees. With this emphasis on research students it is, however, becoming clear
that there is a specific category of research student that has been overlooked to the
point that they are ‘invisible’, in both policy and research terms: part-time
students. This article addresses this gap by presenting an analysis of the
satisfaction of Australian part-time research graduates, and a case study of
predictors of their completion. The Australian example provides valuable lessons
that can impact on the changes and features of research student programs in other
countries. Part-time doctoral students were found to have faster completion times
than full-time doctoral students, in equivalent-time terms. In terms of satisfaction
with their student experience, part-time research graduates are less satisfied with
the infrastructure support provided, and have a less favourable perception of the
research climate of their department, than full-time research students. More
specifically, the analyses in the case study highlight the varying issues and
demands that are the best predictors of time to completion by mode of study for
doctoral students.
Introduction
Internationally, the past decade has witnessed a stronger policy focus on research
students. With the numbers of students undertaking research degrees continuing to
increase, government and community interest in doctorates has grown. In the United
States the Carnegie Foundation embarked on a study of the future of doctoral educa-
tion, investigating six disciplines in university departments with forward-looking
doctoral programs (Golde and Walker 2006), and the US Council of Graduate
Schools is currently examining PhD attrition and completion (Denecke and Frasier
2005). In Europe, the Bologna Process initiated in 1999 is driving many countries to
re-examine their doctoral programs, with a view to developing a European frame-
work for program length and quality assurance (European University Association
2007). In England, the Higher Education Funding Council has studied doctoral
completions and supervision quality (HEFCE 2005). The most recent Australian
government White Paper (Kemp 1999) on research and research training introduced
radical policies on the funding of doctoral students, with a view to improving
completion times and quality of supervision. The policy change abandons the fund-
ing of research student places, to fund institutions on actual research student
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completions in an expected maximum time of four years for doctorates and two for
research masters’. Known as the Research Training Scheme (RTS), it is arguably
the most fundamental change since the federal government commenced funding
research training through scholarships and stipends in the 1950s (Murray 1957). The
policy change has strongly focused the attention of universities and university
management on research education, and on examining ways to ensure faster
research student completions. However, while research education has moved from
the periphery closer to centre stage internationally, responses to change take on
national and local features. This article provides an Australian case study of satis-
faction and completion among a particular category of research students, namely
part-time students.
Contexts
There is an underlying assumption that research students are young and enrolled
full-time. Australia has long enrolled non-traditional students through part-time,
external and distance enrolments, particularly at undergraduate level. Neumann
(2003), in a national study of the research education experience, observed the diver-
sity of students across disciplines undertaking doctoral research. Further, the
‘distinction between modes of enrolment is in general financially driven and
changes in enrolment status [from full- to part-time and vice versa] are common’
(Neumann 2003, 21). The disciplines that now offer research doctorate and master’s
programs include new fields in the social sciences and professions (Neumann 2002),
increasing not only the number of research students but, especially in the social
sciences and humanities, the number of part-time research candidates. Further
student diversity in terms of age and discipline mix is highlighted by Cumming and
Ryland (2004), who challenge the stereotypical view of research candidates as
young, full-time and with few work or other commitments. They argue that there is
no longer a linear progression from undergraduate to postgraduate, and finally
workforce participation.
The invisibility of part-time students is endemic to the point that the federal
Department of Education, Science and Training’s preference for reporting statistics,
in terms of Equivalent Full-Time Student Units (EFTSU), makes it impossible to
study trends in actual numbers of part-time enrolments, obscuring the significance of
part-time research students as a distinctive category. Part-time research students were
estimated at around 38% of research students in 2003 (Cumming and Ryland 2004;
Cervini 2007), and Harman (2002) notes that, in some universities, part-time research
students represent more that 60% of PhD enrolments. Deem and Brehony (2000)
observe that, in the UK, around 63% of research students in most disciplines outside
of the physical sciences were part-time. Australian government policy on research
study (National Board of Employment, Education and Training 1990; Kemp 1999)
has also not explicitly highlighted full-time relative to part-time enrolments. Part-time
research students have been referred to as the ‘reserve army’ for universities, and as
‘invisible’ and the ‘forgotten cohort’ for government policy (Evans 2002a; Barnacle
and Usher 2003). Studies focusing specifically on part-time doctoral students are
scarce (e.g. Deem and Brehony 2000; Evans 2002a, b; Harman 2002; Barnacle and
Usher 2003; Cumming and Ryland 2004), although they have been included as a
specific category in some larger scale studies (e.g. McWilliam et al. 2002; Neumann
2003). Evans (2002b, 163) argues that: 
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the burgeoning numbers of part-time students and their field of study have been rendered
invisible from analysis and debate. On the basis of incomes, taxation and scholarships,
part-time doctoral completions appear to consume about one third of the costs for a full-
time student’s completion. The infrastructure costs for universities also are arguably less
for part-time students. The impact of their research is potentially higher.
The research reported in this article aims to shed some light on part-time research
students, and examines completion times relative to full-time candidates as well as
satisfaction with their research experience on completion.
Research approach and method
The study utilises two national data sources from Graduate Careers Australia (GCA)
– a national data set of satisfaction with study for completed research students, and a
case-specific data set of time to completion for PhD graduates. The GCA is a national
body responsible for annual graduate surveys since 1972. Two key surveys for
graduates of research degrees are the Graduate Destinations Survey (GDS) and the
Postgraduate Research Experience Questionnaire (PREQ). The first survey investi-
gates graduate destinations as well as collecting graduate enrolment details, whereas
the PREQ ascertains graduate satisfaction with their research education and the skills
acquired. All students completing the requirements for award of a research doctorate
or master’s degree in a calendar year are surveyed about four months after graduating.
Follow-up surveys of non-respondents are conducted three months after the end of the
first survey month. Full details of the GDS and PREQ processes are documented in
the relevant manuals, such as GCA (2006).
Given the voluntary nature of the GDS, it is important to consider graduate
response rates to the survey, which can fluctuate annually and by institution. The GCA
has noted that the national response rate for 2004 was 52%, with individual university
response rates ranging from 0 to 80% (GCA 2005). The national response rate in 2006
to the GDS at the graduate research student level was 55% (GCA 2007). The PREQ
had a national response rate of 50% in 2006 (GCA 2007). Research on non-respon-
dents undertaken by the GCA indicates that the respondent sample is generally
representative of the population, and unbiased at the national or institutional levels
(Coates et al. 2006; GCA 2007). However, the numbers of graduates responding
continues to steadily increase. A particular strength is that the survey data represent
long-standing, systematic collection at national level, providing continuity for
comparative purposes.
Research graduate satisfaction sample
The PREQ survey was developed in 1999, by the GCA and the Australian Council for
Educational Research (ACER), to obtain graduate feedback on qualities of the
research experience. The survey comprises 27 items on six scales: supervision, skill
development, intellectual climate, infrastructure, thesis examination, goals and expec-
tations. Item 28 is an overall satisfaction rating. Graduate satisfaction is recorded on
a five-point Likert response scale, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree.
Much of the national reporting and trend analysis is based on percentage agreement,
combining the agree and strongly agree responses.
In a researcher-controlled empirical study, the research design would utilise the
same respondents from the case-study institution for the investigation of both
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completions and satisfaction. However, national policy maintains confidentiality of
individual institutional satisfaction ratings, precluding such analysis, and all public
reporting masks institutional identities (e.g. see Australian Vice-Chancellors’
Committee and Graduate Careers Council Australia 2001; Graduate Careers Australia
2007). Hence, for the purposes of this project, comparison of part-time research
degree satisfaction ratings is at the national rather than the institutional level. In
making comparisons on PREQ ratings the GCA interpretation guidelines are used,
namely that ‘differences of around 5 points or more may be of interest as they repre-
sent a difference of at least a fifth of a standard deviation’ (GCA 2006, 23). Where
appropriate, comparative observations are made with the case-study graduates’
perceptions, providing institutional confidentiality can be maintained. Case study and
sample details are provided in the following section.
Completions sample and measures
The national statistics on research student completions are not reported in terms of
full- or part-time enrolment: rather the figures are given in equivalent full-time student
units (EFTSU), which prevents comparisons of full- and part-time graduates. Further,
the published national statistics do not provide additional candidature information,
such as years of enrolment and mode of study. Hence national statistics and data
provision by the government department (the Department of Education, Science and
Training was the federal department with primary responsibility for universities in
Australia for the time span of interest) is inadequate for examining completion times.
Subsequently, our investigation of completions uses the respondents to the GDS,
for those students graduating with a research degree from a mid-sized (approximately
30,000 students) university, teaching and researching across a wide variety of fields
and disciplines, on the east coast of Australia, for the years 2000 to 2005 inclusive.
The target university is typical of universities with an annual enrolment of 1300–1800
research students. The majority (approximately 75%) of enrolled research students are
PhD students, and in the period 2000–2005 there were around 100 annual comple-
tions. Such annual completion numbers are also typical of similar sized universities.
A single university was chosen to highlight the process of the analyses and to control
for university-specific factors, which have been found to explain a significant propor-
tion of the variation in doctoral completion rates (Martin, MacLachlan, and Karmel
2001). Similarly, a mid-sized, non-elite university, teaching and researching across a
wide variety of fields and disciplines, was chosen so as to avoid critiques that students
at an elite research university may constrain the variance of some variables (see Baker
1998; Ehrenberg and Mavros 1995).
The variables analysed at the student level were chosen so that, as much as possi-
ble, they were variables that were actionable – where the university could act upon a
variable prior to the student completing and, preferably, as soon as they enrolled.
Candidate information is collected on previous qualification, gender, age and resi-
dency. Candidature information covers year of commencement, type of attendance,
mode of study and details on credit or advanced standing for previous study. The year
of graduation was coded based on the survey completed. The target variable, full-time
equivalent (FTE) time to degree (TTD) was calculated as (year of graduation – year
of commencement), multiplied by 0.5 if attendance was mainly or wholly part-time,
or unadjusted if attendance was mainly or wholly full-time. To test the sensitivity of
the analyses of the part-time data to the FTE coding of TTD, the weighting was varied
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from 0.5 up to 0.625, and the results remained effectively the same (i.e. the same
variables were significant). More specifically, the detailed analyses within the case
institution will work within the context of the Australian federal government’s
Research Training Scheme (RTS) rules, in terms of the key cut-off for completion
times. The RTS has led many Australian universities to reduce the completion times
of their research students, such as through tightening the processes for student selec-
tion (Lovitts 2001; Neumann 2003). To reflect a common interpretation of the RTS in
terms of the desired or expected time until completion of a PhD, the case analyses use
the four-year (FTE) cut-off.
Field of study codes were applied from the lists of fields created by the Department
of Education, Science and Training known as ASCED codes (see Graduate Careers
Council Australia 2006). All of the analyses had five sets of field of study in common:
humanities and law (consisting of humanities, visual/performing arts and law), social
sciences (social sciences, psychology, business studies, economics, education – initial),
languages (languages), hard sciences (electrical engineering, computer science, math-
ematics, chemistry, physical science and geology), and life sciences (life sciences and
agriculture).
Results
Patterns of research student satisfaction by mode of study
In each year in the period 2000–2005 there have been more full-time than part-time
respondents to the PREQ (see Table 1), although in some years the difference in
actual numbers is small. Overall the ratings trend data show that part-time and full-
time graduates perceive similar levels of satisfaction with their research experience.
However, using the GCA’s guideline of a five point or more gap, it is notable that
there are substantial differences in four of the six years (2005, 2004, 2001 and 2000)
in perceived satisfaction with intellectual climate and infrastructure, where the part-
time graduates were less satisfied than the full-time graduates. The same trend in
satisfaction levels is evident in the 2006 national data (GCA 2007). The infrastruc-
ture scale covers access to working space, technical support, computing facilities
and necessary equipment, as well as financial support for research activity. The
intellectual climate scale items cover integration into the departmental research
culture and social community, provision of a good seminar program for research
students, and the overall departmental research environment. This less positive
rating trend might be expected, given that part-time students have fewer opportuni-
ties to be present in their departments during their candidature to utilise the infra-
structure resources available, or to participate in the research culture of their
departments. The available GCA data is unadjusted for potentially important influ-
ences of discipline and institution, or for specific graduate characteristics such as
gender, age and residency.
Without being able to disclose the actual ratings, the trend described above for the
national data is also present in the case-study institution. That is, the infrastructure and
intellectual climate scales record a rating difference of five or more percentage points,
with part-time students being less satisfied in these areas. In a smaller scale qualitative
UK study of social science students from two different universities (Deem and
Brehony 2000), the difficulty for part-time students in participating in peer and
academic cultures is highlighted. They note that resident full-time students had the
easiest access to departmental and institutional research cultures.
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Notably, at the national level, the level of satisfaction with other important aspects
of research study, such as supervision, realisation of goals, skill development and the
thesis examination process, indicate little difference in satisfaction levels between
full- and part-time students. Within the institutional case study this trend also holds,
although there is some fluctuation in the supervision scale in some years (2005, 2001,
2000), with part-time graduates more satisfied with their supervision than full-time
graduates. Given the confidentiality surrounding individual institutional data, the
examination of potential institutional effects on full- and part-time graduate satisfac-
tion remains speculative. However, in a mixed method study of doctoral students in
two research-intensive Australian universities, Harman (2002) found strong levels of
dissatisfaction with many aspects of supervision among part-time students.
Predictors of PhD student time to completion in the case institution by study mode
Overall, part-time students made up 51.3% of the analysed graduates from the case
institution for 2000–2005 inclusive. Using FTE-weighted graduation times, 19.5% of
full-time students graduate in four years or less, whereas 72.5% of part-time students
completed in four years or less. The differences were substantial enough to warrant
analysing the two groups of students separately; otherwise any analyses on the
differences between timely and untimely completions would effectively be analysing
differences between full- and part-time students. Subsequently, all of the inferential
analyses below are based on the full- and part-time students separately.
Similarly, graduates who had studied in an external mode (i.e. were not based on
campus, typically working from home) were often surprisingly fast in their comple-
tions. This is in sharp contrast to the national modelling by Martin, MacLachlan, and
Karmel (2001). Follow-up investigations appear to confirm that these successful
external students may have been the result of unmeasured systemic issues. Factors that
could be biasing the data for the external students include: full-time staff enrolling
externally to reduce student fees, students who were staff at another university,
students transferring with their supervisor or possibly some other factor (Dean of
Higher Degree Research 2006, personal communication). These issues could bias the
results, and subsequently the external students were excluded from the analyses
below. Further, 15 cases given credit for prior studies were also excluded, because the
nature and extent of that credit was unknown, and two cases that had an FTE TTD of
less than one year were also excluded because they could also bias the results of the
analyses.
The frequencies and initial chi-squared analyses for the four-year (FTE) target are
presented in Table 2. Throughout these analyses p < .10 is noted if applicable, due to
the relatively low number of cases used in some of the analyses (see Shadur et al.
1994). The full-time students graduating in more than four years had an average (stan-
dard deviation) age of 37.6 (SD = 8.87) years, which was not significantly (F(1, 144)
= 2.617, p = .108) different from those graduating in four years or less, with an aver-
age age of 34.5 years (SD = 9.68). The part-time students graduating in more than four
years had an average (standard deviation) age of 47.3 (SD = 8.87) years, which was
significantly (F(1, 138) = 6.387, p = .013) different from those graduating in four
years or less, who had an average age of 42.7 years (SD = 9.96).
Backward stepwise binary logistic regressions on the FTE target period were
conducted, using the prospective candidate and candidature characteristics discussed
above for the full- and part-time groups respectively.
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The key predictors of timely completion for the full-time students
The only variable that significantly predicted graduation by full-time students in four
years or less was whether or not the student was an Australian resident. The negative
loading indicates that Australian residents were less likely to graduate in the target
time than non-Australian residents (see Table 3). That is, international students are
more likely to complete in four or less years.
The key predictors of completion for the part-time students
Initial analyses of the part-time student data indicated that one of the variables,
residency, was dominating the regression equations. In this study, for those students
Table 2. The frequencies and chi-squared tests for the doctoral students.
Full-time students Part-time students
Years FTE Years FTE
>4 ≤4 χ2 p >4 ≤4 χ2 p
Field of study
Humanities & Law 20 6 2.69 NS 6 20 5.16 NS
Social Sciences 28 7 17 34
Languages 15 1 7 14
Hard Sciences 37 6 6 14
Life Sciences 19 5 1 15
Residency
Australia 98 15 7.02 <.01 n/a*
Overseas 10 23
Previous qualification
Postgraduate or Diploma 61 14 0.22 NS 21 62 1.02 NS
Bachelor’s (Pass or Honours) 54 10 13 25
Main language spoken at home
English 52 11 0.02 NS 8 31 1.42 NS
Not English 67 15 30 68
Sex
Male 54 14 0.67 NS 22 48 0.89 NS
Female 66 12 17 53
Note: Residency variable excluded from part-time regression analyses, because all nine completed in less
than four years FTE.
NS = not significant.
Table 3. The significant predictors of graduation in four years or less for full-time students.
B S.E. Exp(B) p
Residency (Australian) −1.336 .490 .263 .006
Constant −0.642 .391 .526 .100
Note: The output of the logistic regressions does not indicate the comparison field. For example, for the
residency variable, the comparison score is ‘Overseas’, which would receive a default score of zero (i.e. a
higher weighting than Australian residents).
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indicating that they did not have residency, all nine completed in four FTE years or
less. We would recommend to the university administrators and managers at the case-
study university that all of the part-time students without permanent residency be
investigated as a distinct, separate group by the institution. The part-time non-
residents are clearly a very successful, distinct group and, in this case, all indicated an
English speaking background (ESB). The analyses reported in Table 4 are based on
the sample remaining after excluding the group of non-residents.
From the analyses, age and level of previous qualification were significant, or near
significant, predictors of whether part-time students graduated in four FTE years or
less. That is, younger part-time students were more likely to complete in a timely
fashion, and there was a tendency for honours/diploma students to be more likely to
complete in time, after taking out the effects of age. It is, however, important to note
that ‘younger’ in this context means early forties.
Discussion and conclusion
Part-time research students have been acknowledged as ‘invisible’ in both policy and
empirical investigations. This article addresses this gap by, first, analysing the differ-
entiating facets of satisfaction among Australian part-time doctoral graduates, and,
second, by analysing completion within a case study. Critically, in contrast to many
of the assumptions in this field, part-time doctoral students were found to have faster
completion times than full-time doctoral students, in equivalent-time terms. In terms
of satisfaction with their student experience, it is of interest that in the period 2000–
2005 there is little distinction between full- and part-time research graduates in their
level of satisfaction with their supervision experiences. Part-time students are,
however, less satisfied with the infrastructure support provided by their institutions
and departments, and have a less favourable perception of the research climate of their
department than full-time research students. More specifically, the analyses in the case
study highlight the varying issues that are the best predictors of time to completion by
mode of study for doctoral students.
Part- and full-time research students in Australia were found to have similar levels
of satisfaction with research experience in the key areas of supervision, realisation of
goals and skill development, as well as with the examination process. The exceptions,
which highlight the ‘forgotten’ nature of part-time students, relate to infrastructure
and research culture. These elements of difference should be able to be addressed in
practical terms within institutions and departments.
What can institutions do? We propose that universities and departments can
employ a two-stage approach, where they (i) improve the contextual foundations that
underpin the research student experience, and then (ii) develop processes for student-
tailored support.
Table 4. The significant predictors of graduation in four FTE years or less for part-time students.
B S.E. Exp(B) p
Age −0.049 .023 .952 .036
Previous qualification 0.793 .469 2.210 .091
Constant 2.635 1.021 13.937 .010
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Improving the contextual foundations of research study at the institution entails
addressing the research climate and infrastructure issues. A minimum step is to make
part-time research students a ‘visible’ category of study in the consideration of resource
provision. In terms of resource support, a key issue may be the provision of access to
work space and equipment outside of the ‘normal’ office hours in the ‘standard’ week,
to take into account the evening and weekend nature of research for part-time students.
Ongoing developments in information technology should continue to provide improve-
ments to off-campus access, including to information sources and libraries. As a tangi-
ble example, Macauley and McKnight (1998) outline a collaborative co-supervisor
model to more effectively utilise the library and specialist librarians, in the provision
of support for part-time off-campus students, in terms of sourcing literature and in the
development of information literacy. Universities could also ensure that computing
facilities and equipment access is sufficiently flexible to cater for evening and weekend
usage.
Enhancing the research climate for part-time research students is a more difficult
issue to redress. However, improvements may include examining communication
levels with part-time students, such as through the Internet and newsletters, as well as
specific annual research mini-conferences held on weekends to enable attendance, or
with sufficient advance notice during weekdays. Some experimentation with telecon-
ferencing should also be possible, to explore further ways of including external or
distance students to participate in such conferences. Developments in technology
make such opportunities increasingly accessible and cost effective. Given the numbers
of part-time research students there is an important need to raise academic staff
awareness (Deem and Brehony 2000), as well as to highlight the role of the depart-
ment and institution in providing positive and successful research experiences and
environments for diverse categories of students.
The second stage of intervention that would improve students’ rates of timely
completion is to provide student-tailored support. The case institution could empha-
sise and/or tailor support activities to slower-completing students, whether the
students are full-time or part-time. In this specific case the key determinants are based
on age, English-speaking background and residency. Further, there is the notable pool
of exceptions, for either full- or part-time doctoral students – the non-residents.
Parallel qualitative work and anecdotal evidence suggests that a key driver of these
timely completions is the strictness of visa rules in Australia – in terms of the time
duration of the visa, the satisfactory progress requirements, and that, with a completed
higher degree, the non-resident is more likely to be able to obtain permanent residency
and a job. The non-resident students are usually also paying fees. That is, there may
be a simultaneous carrot-and-stick effect here – where both forces motivate the
students to complete faster. The follow-up finding that the non-resident part-time
students were all from an English-speaking background may simply be confirming
this message, or highlighting a caveat for part-time non-residents that may need to be
examined in later research.
The age profiles and ranges corroborate other research that has found that Australian
doctoral students have a substantial age range, but one of the lowest average ages (e.g.
40% are under 45) in the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
countries (Auriol 2007). However, Australia has a notable proportion of doctoral
students already in employment (doing their PhD part-time), or near, if not in, retire-
ment (Ryland 2007). Similarly, in terms of age, we could surmise from our statistical
analyses that younger students have fewer non-study demands and responsibilities,
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such as children and mortgages, than older part-time doctoral students. The older part-
time doctoral students may also be either more senior in their work roles, with the
subsequent increase in demands, and/or may also have health issues that impact on their
efforts. With fewer demands competing for their time and energy, younger part-time
doctoral students have the leeway to direct those extra resources and energy into their
studies. Conversely, the lack of a result for age predicting timely completion for full-
time students is noteworthy, and is contrary to the often youth-preferred emphasis of
many supervisors and studies – especially in the sciences (e.g. see Wright and Cochrane
2000). Now that this study has highlighted the interactions of age by study mode for
doctoral students, future research can explore the impact and nature of the potential
competing demands that impact on timely completion.
This study’s findings substantiate challenges to the stereotypical view of research
candidates as young, full-time and with few work or other commitments (Cumming
and Ryland 2004). The impact of the characteristics of the increasingly heterogeneous
mix of students in our universities highlighted by our results, in terms of age,
residency and discipline mix, suggests that alternative progression paths to doctoral
studies, along with the classic linear progression from undergraduate to postgraduate
study, and finally workforce participation, need to be considered.
The specific results found in this case institution present relatively straightforward
means for identifying those students in need of support, and this support could be
provided early in their candidature. For other universities we would recommend that
each university conduct their own analyses of their data to derive the issues of most
relevance to their research students, by mode of study respectively. More broadly, our
findings also highlight the need for official statistics to be presented such that differences
by key dimensions are distinct – at the very least in terms of part-time versus full-time
students – rather than, for example, Equivalent Full-time Student Units (EFTSU).
A potential implication of our results is that universities may want to over-emphasise
improving full-time students’ time-to-completion. However, the results given above
may be complicated by the selection filter that is in effect. Our most important broad
finding in terms of time to completion, stated more comprehensively, is that of the part-
time doctoral students who complete, they complete faster (in FTE terms). That is, there
is a difference between completion rates (broadly: the proportion of students who
initially enrol who complete – usually within a designated time frame) versus, of those
students who do complete, how long they take to complete (the focus of this study).
More specifically, our results may be impacted by the sample selection filter that part-
timers are less likely to complete in the first place – a filter that is relatively untested
but almost mythology in some universities. However, there has been very little research
on completions (Booth and Satchell [1995] being a valuable exception), especially by
study mode, despite the recognised importance of completion rates (e.g. Elgar 2003).
That is, analyses of the drivers and predictors of completion is yet another area in this
field in need of research.
For Australian universities the more ‘foundational’ issues and their redress
confirm the blind spot that they have had to date. For university-specific changes we
would recommend that, while a given university may be interested in the predictors of
timely completion presented above, the better application is more in terms of process
in conducting analyses such as these, in order to understand the patterns of their inter-
nal data regarding progression and retention outcomes. The university would then be
able to tailor support elements to those most in need, while not obstructing those
students more likely to complete earlier, for their university specifically.
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While the specific case example in this article involves the Australian PhD, it is
important to note the international standing of the PhD and the strong heritage with
the PhD programs developed and implemented in the UK (e.g. see Rae [2002] for a
detailed review of the nature of those ties). Similarly, the origin of the modern UK
PhD in the German university research and doctoral reforms of the nineteenth century
(Simpson 1983) suggests the wider applicability of our case example and discussion.
The evidence provided here that part-time PhD students complete faster than full-
time students, in equivalent-time terms, is a clarion call to universities to avoid being
blinded by an emphasis on the short-term consequences of recent government
research student funding changes to implicitly cap funding to institutions to a maxi-
mum of four years. In terms of absolute measures of time, part-time students are less
attractive in the short-term, due to their completions being more likely to be greater
than four years in unadjusted time. However, when considering a longer time
horizon, that part-time doctoral students complete far faster than full-time students in
FTE terms means that part-time students may be of substantially greater benefit to
universities, or at the very least that they should no longer be the ‘forgotten’ or
‘invisible’ mode of research students. Further, the broad spectrum of demands across
each of the facets of a candidate’s life may need to be considered in future research,
including study, work and family demands, in order to more explicitly link those
demands to the efficacy of study, for part- and full-time students respectively. This
Australian example of the consequences of government legislation, and the impact of
the time perspective of university administrators in their interpretation and applica-
tion of this legislation, provides valuable lessons that can impact on research students
more widely.
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